THOMAS  J.  BIGHAM,  Commissioner  of  Statistics. 


OCTOBER,  1874. 


ASSESSMENT  RETURNS  FOR  1874. 


PERCENTAGE  OF  INCREASE. 

Our  first  table,  prepared  from  county  commissioners’  returns,  shows  how 
largely  the  assessments  of  1874  have  increased  over  the  same,  for  1873. 
The  a  a;  cremate  increase  for  the  State  is  $59S, 796,438,  ora  fraction  over  fifty 
percent.  One-third  the  counties  have  partaken  of  this  spirit  of  increase, 
but  especially  is  this  noticeable  in  Crawford,  having  increased  hers  three¬ 
fold  ;  Northampton,  fourfold  ;  Warren,  fivefold  and  Allegheny,  sixfold,  their 
former  assessments.  But  these  four  counties  also  demonstrate  that  bring¬ 
ing  their  valuation  up  to  a  cash  standard,  need  not  add  to  their  count}T 


taxes. 

Assessed  value. 

County  tax. 

1 

Allegheny,  1873  . 

844,313,087 
282,711,269 
8, 867,811 
23, 102, 218 
13, 663, 960 
48, 239, 330 
2, 158, 080 
10,421,662 

8445, 452  21 
424,066  90 
123,628  -'8 
115, ' 

114.  ’ 

21  '.j  <>6 

23,  x)5  67 

Allegheny,  1874  . . 

Crawford,  1873  . 

( ’  rawfo  r  d,  1874.. 

Northampton,  1873  . . 

Northampton,  1874  . 

Warren,  1873  .  . 

Warren,  1874  . 

In  Allegheny,  one  and  one-half  mills  was  the  rate  of  county  tax  in  1874, 
against  ten  mills  in  1873,  and  so  in  like  manner  in  all  the  twenty-two  com 
ties  in  which  this  increase  took  place.  In  some  of  these  an  increase  of 
county  tax  took  place,  but  so  did  it  in  other  counties  where  no  increase 
was  made  in  the  assessed  valuation.  Last  year  the  aggregate  valuation 
was,  in  my  judgment,  below  one-third  of  the  true  value.  This  year  the  ag¬ 
gregate  a  little  exceeds  one-half  the  true  value. 

RELATIVE  VALUE  OF  REAL  AND  PERSONAL  PROPERTY. 

T  suppose  that  every  one  admits  that  in  the  sense  of  past  legislation  and 
flic  requirements  of  the  new  Constitution  personal  property  should  pay 
an  equal  percentage  upon  its  value  to  real  estate.  It  occupies  much  more 


2 


of  the  time  of  your  civil  and  criminal  courts  in  extending*  to  it  protection 
than  docs  the  same  value  of  real  estate.  Our  official  assessment  will  show 
that  not  ten  per  cent,  of  our  personal  property  can  be  found  upon  our 
assessors’  books.  The  New  York  State  assessors,  in  their  last  report,  say 
that  not  more  than  fifteen  percent,  of  theirs  is  so  found.  I  annex  the  offi¬ 
cial  assessments  of  our  two  adjacent  States  and  our  own  to  demonstrate 
this : 


Real  estate. 

Personal. 

Ratio. 

Pennsylvania .  . 

$1, 610, 333, 182 
1,692, 523, 071 
1,041,763,931 

$150, 550, 485 
437, 102, 215 
525,510,707 

Not  10  per  ct. 
25  per  ct. 
50  per  ct. 

New  York . .  ; 

Ohio .  . 

Now,  1  have  no  doubt  that  if  all  the  personal  property  of  the  State 
was  upon  the  assessors’  books,  and  fairly  valued,  it  would  reach  ten  times 
the  amount  or  $150,000,000.  New  York  allows  her  citizens  to  deduct 
their  indebtedness  from  their  schedule  of  personal  property,  and  gets,  in 
the  language  of  their  assessors,  not  over  fifteen  per  cent.  Ohio  requires 
her  returns  to  be  made  under  oath,  and  hence  she  is  twenty-five  per  cent, 
ahead  of  New  York  and  forty  per  cent,  ahead  of  Pennsylvania.  The  only 
redeeming  feature  is  that  our  State  collects  her  entire  State  tax  from  per¬ 
sonal  property,  or  this  would  be  so  enormous  an  evil  that  it  would  not  be 
^derated  for  a  single  year.  If  our  personal  estate  was  upon  our  assessors’ 
books,  even  as  fully  as  Ohio  has  hers,  it  would  add  to  our  taxable  property 
$654,000,000,  which  at  two^per  cent,  would,  yield  $13,000,000  annual 
revenue,  just  about  double  the  amount  of  the  State  tax.  I  do  not  believe 
it  is  possible,  with  mankind  as  they  are,  to  reach  an  exactly  equitable  sys¬ 
tem  of  taxation  ;  but  if  you  could  throw  the  whole  real,  personal  and  cor¬ 
porate  wealth  of  our  State  into  what  the  English  law  styles  “hotchpotch,” 
and  have  our  entire  State,  county,  city,  borough  and  township  taxation, 
as  it  exists  to-day,  paid  from  a  common  fund,  real  estate  would  be  relieved 
of  five  millions  annually,  which  would  be  transferred  to  personal  and  cor¬ 
porate  wealth.  I  go  out  of  my  province  somewhat  to  put  upon  record  my 
convictions  on  this  point,  because  I  have  had  the  opposite  opinion  thrust 
in  my  face  a  thousand  times. 

OF  PROPERTY  EXEMPT  FROM  TAXATION. 

1  was  required  by  an  act  of  the  last  Legislature  to  report  the  probable 
amount  of  property  exempted  from  the  payment  of  taxes.  Every  county 
made  return,  but  only  fourteen  out  of  the  sixty-six  counties  reported  that 
their  assessors’  returns  shows  anything  about  exempted  property  ;  and 
most  of  those  say  that  only  a  few  districts  returned  the  value  of  such  ex¬ 
empted  property.  The  returns  of  at  most  half  a  dozen  of  counties  can  be 
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relied  upon  as  approximations  to  accuraey  in  this  respeet.  Dauphin  eounty 
shows  the  heaviest  percentage,  sixteen  per  cent.,  of  exempted  real  estate. 
Take  off,  however,  one  million  for  the  State  Capital  and  public  grounds, 
and  the  State  hospital,  and  that  will  leave  her  exemptions  about  ten  per 
cent,  on  her  assessments. 

This  is  nearly  the  same  in  Philadelphia,  and  I  presume  if  accurate  re¬ 
turns  were  had  from  the  whole  State  they  would  show  that  about  ten  per 
cent,  has  heretofore  been  exempt  from  all  taxation.  What  is  to  be  the 
policy  in  the  future,  under  the  requirements  of  the  new  Constitution,  is  for 
the  Legislature  to  decide.  Further  returns  T  could  not  procure,  because 
the  value  of  the  exempted  property  has  not  heretofore  been  reported  to  the 
county  commissioners. 

THE  TRUE  VALUATION  OF  REAL  AND  PERSONAL  PROPERTY. 


I  have  added  a  second  table  wherein  is  contained  my  estimate  of  the 
true  value  of  real  and  personal  property  of  the  State.  How  they  are  to 
reach  this  cash  value,  the  legal  standard  in  assessing  property,  is  a  knotty 
question  for  assessors  and  county  commissioners.  In  ordinarily  prosper¬ 
ous  times,  I  suppose,  real  estate  can  be  sold  at  twenty  per  cent,  higher 
prices,  payable  in  installments,  say  one-fifth  each  year,  than  it  can  for  all 
cash,  payable  at  the  time  of  sale.  If  1  am  right  then  twenty  per  cent,  be¬ 
low  time  sales  would  be  the  true  valuation  for  assessors  and  county  com¬ 
missioners.  In  the  past  history  of  our  State  we  have  probably  all  known  of 
actual  sales  of  real  estate  at  five  and  ten  times  the  assessed  valuation.  No 
intelligent  man  at  all  familiar  with  the  different  counties,  can  doubt  that 
even  our  present  assessments  in  many  counties  arc  largely  below  the  sell¬ 
ing  prices.  Three  of  these  counties,  to  wit:  Allegheny,  Northampton  and 
Warren  have,  by  this  last  triennial  assessment,  been  brought  up  to  their 
true  value  Some  twelve  others  in  my  table  are  only  a  small  fraction  below 
their  true  value.  The  multiple  I  have  used  to  bring  the  others  up  to  this 
value  includes  every  figure  from  2  to  6,  and  in  one  county  only,  Wayne,  8  is 
my  multiplier.  This  is  a  matter  upon  which  men  differ  so  much,  that  all  I 
ask  you  to  believe  is  that  I  endeavored  to  be  impartial. 

In  my  second  table  I  have  two  columns,  one  testing  the  present  assess¬ 
ment  and  the  other  my  own  estimate  by  the  population  of  each  county.  T 
admit  this  is  only  an  approximate  mode.  I  have  not  attempted  to  equalize, 
because  I  know  that  the  cities  and  old  settled  counties  contain  more  wealth 
per  capita  than  the  younger  counties.  But  Wayne  county  giving  only  $54 
per  capita,  cannot  be  up  to  her  true  value  compared  with  others  that  give 
$1,000.  The  elements  in  the  table  are  common  sense  elements,  and  every 
one  can  make  up  his  own  judgment  for  himself.  The  law  of  the  State  and 
the  oath  of  office  clearly  demands  property  to  be  assessed  at  its  true  cash 
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value.  Fully  one-half  the  State  in  value  lias  come  up  to  or  within  a  frac¬ 
tion  of  this  cash  value,  and  the  balance  can  no  longer  have  any  excuse  for 
continuing  the  old  practice,  which  disregards  the  law  and  violates  their 
oaths  of  office. 

In.  regard  to  personal  property,  there  is  not  a  county  in  the  State  that 
comes  anywhere  near  conforming  to  the  law.  Our  laws  in  regard  to  the 
subjects  of  taxation  are  not  essentially  different  from  the  laws  of  Ohio. 
The  new  Constitution  emphasises  the  obligation  of  former  laws  in  this  re¬ 
spect.  If  our  laws  were  executed  as  the  Ohio  laws  arc,  instead  of  $150,- 
000,000,  we  would  have  over  $800,000,000  of  personal  property  upon  the 
assessors’  books,  and  this  too  of  the  active  capital  which  pays  its  owners 
six,  eight,  ten  and  twelve  per  cent,  annually  upon  its  use.  Our  Legisla¬ 
ture,  satisfied  from  past  experience  of  the  impossibility  of  reaching  corpo¬ 
rate  wealth  through  the  ordinary  assessors’  books,  have  taxed  this  species 
of  property  in  another  form  and  hold  the  corporation  officers  responsible 
for  paying  its  taxes  into  the  State  treasury.  In  this  respect  we  are  ahead 
of  most  of  the  other  States.  But  the  requirements  of  the  new  Constitu¬ 
tion  have  come  into  play,  and  a  prolonged  contest  is  likely  to  ensue  about 
the  right  to  tax  in  this  mode.  Then  we  have  five  hundred  millions  of  actual 
capital,  such  as  money  at  interest,  the  capital  employed  by  our  merchants, 
manufacturers,  mining  operators  and  business  men  that  now  nearly  escapes 
taxation.  There  will  be  a  desperate  effort  to  throw  nearly  all  taxation  upon 
real  estate  ;  corporate  wealth  and  active  capital  will  unite  to  invoke  the 
provisions  of  the  new  Constitution  to  set  aside  existing  laws  and  the  re¬ 
sult  if  successful  must  be  to  throw  the  entire  burden  upon  the  real  estate 
of  the  Commonwealth. 

I  estimate  the  taxation  of  Pennsylvania  in  1814,  as  follows  : 

County  tax,  as  per  returns .  $16  ,804,880  98 


School  tax,  Philadelphia  omitted . 

lload  tax . do . 

Poor  tax . do . 

City  and  borough,  extra .  .do . 

(Philadelphia  return  includes  all  kind  of  taxes,) 

State  tax . . 

Share  of  this  paid  by  personal  property,  $3,304,830  98 
State  tax .  6,500,000  00 


1,500,000  00 
6,500,000  00 
3,000,000  00 
3,000,000  00 

6,500,000  00 
43,304,830  98 

9,804,830  98 

Real  estate  pays . .  33  ,500  ,000  00 


October  6,  1814. 


THOMAS  J.  BIGHAM, 

Commissioner  of  Statistics,  Pa. 
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'a  tile,  showing  population,  assessed  and  true  values  of  real  and  personal  estate ,  also  proportion  per  capita i  of  the  assessed  and  true  values. 
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